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1
LASER INSPECTION SYSTEM AND
METHODS

TECHNICAL FIELD

This disclosure generally relates to systems and methods
for inspecting the integrity of a sealed package.

BACKGROUND

Re-sealable packages are often used in the food packaging
industry to store packaged food products (e.g.: chips, beef
jerky). Food packaging often involves the steps of drying and
adding preservatives to the food product, placing the food
product in a plastic package, flushing the package with nitro-
gen or a similar inert gas to remove moisture, and vacuum
sealing the package to remove oxygen and any other trapped
gases. These steps can be completed in an automated process
as a part of a food packaging production line. Such vacuum-
sealed packages can typically have a re-sealable seam or
oxygen and moisture absorbers (e.g.: silica gel packets) to
maintain a hermetic seal after a permanent seal is broken to
gain access to the contents of the package.

A predetermined threshold for moisture and oxygen often
exists to maintain freshness of the packaged food, and if these
thresholds are exceeded, pathogenic growth (e.g. aerobic bac-
teria, fungi etc.) can occur in the packaged food product,
leading to food spoilage or diminished shelf-life of food
products. It is often the case that an article of the food product
can get trapped in the permanent seal during the automated
process of vacuum sealing the package, which may lead to a
poor seal and, the possibility of food spoilage. An exemplary
system and method to inspect the integrity of a sealed package
can include randomized visual inspection of the package by a
user. Such systems, however, do not offer a fast and accurate
assessment of the integrity of the seal.

SUMMARY

One embodiment includes a system for determining integ-
rity of a package with a seal wherein an integral seal has a
predetermined thickness. The system includes an inspection
station operatively coupled to a transport module and a con-
trol unit operatively coupled to the inspection station. The
inspection station includes a scanning platform adapted to
receive the package supplied by the transport module, a first
scanner positioned at a first location with respect to the seal,
and a second scanner positioned at a second location with
respect to the seal. The second location can be opposite to the
first location. The first scanner and second scanner can be
separated by a gap distance. The first scanner can measure a
first distance from the first scanner to the seal and the second
scanner can measure a second distance from second scanner
to the seal. The control unit can move the package to a first
station if the difference between the gap distance and com-
bined first distance and second distance equals the predeter-
mined thickness of the integral seal. The control unit can
move the package to a second station if the difference
between the gap distance and combined first distance and
second distance is greater than the predetermined thickness of
the integral seal.

In another embodiment, the inspection station includes a
first optical scanner positioned at a first location with respect
to the seal, and a second optical scanner positioned at a second
location with respect to the seal, the second location being
opposite to the first location. The first optical scanner and
second optical scanner can be separated by a gap distance.
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The first optical scanner includes a first emitter and a first
sensor. The first emitter can emit a first beam and the first
sensor can measure a first distance traveled by the first beam
from the seal to the first sensor. The second optical scanner
includes a second emitter and a second sensor. The second
emitter can emit a second beam and the second sensor can
measure a second distance traveled by the second beam from
the seal to the second sensor. The control unit can move the
package to a first station if the difference between the gap
distance and combined first distance and second distance
equals the predetermined thickness of the integral seal. The
control unit can move the package to a second station if the
difference between the gap distance and combined first dis-
tance and second distance is greater than the predetermined
thickness of the integral seal.

Embodiments also include a method of inspecting the
integrity of a seal. The method can include the steps of pro-
viding an inspection station according to any of the embodi-
ments described herein, supplying a package to the scanning
platform, measuring a first distance from the seal using the
first scanner, measuring a second distance from the seal using
the second scanner, moving the package to a first station if the
difference between the gap distance and combined first dis-
tance and second distance equal the predetermined thickness
of the integral seal, and moving the package to a second
station if the difference between the gap distance and com-
bined first distance and second distance is greater than the
predetermined thickness of the integral seal.

The details of one or more examples are set forth in the
accompanying drawings and the description below. Other
features, objects, and advantages will be apparent from the
description and drawings, and from the claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic of a system for inspecting the integ-
rity of a package with a seal according to some embodiments
of the invention;

FIG. 2 is a process flow diagram of the system of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a process flow diagram of the system of FIG. 1
with a detailed view of the inspection station; and

FIG. 4 is a flow chart of a method for inspecting the integ-
rity of a package with a seal according to some embodiments
of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following detailed description is exemplary in nature
and is not intended to limit the scope, applicability, or con-
figuration of the invention in any way. Rather, the following
description provides some practical illustrations for imple-
menting examples of the present invention. Examples of con-
structions, materials, dimensions, and manufacturing pro-
cesses are provided for selected elements, and all other
elements employ that which is known to those of ordinary
skill in the field of the invention. Those skilled in the art will
recognize that many of the noted examples have a variety of
suitable alternatives.

FIG. 1 shows a schematic of a system 10 for determining
the integrity of a package 100 with a seal. The system 10 can
be integrated into a production line of a food product. For
example, the production line can involve one or more stations,
such that the food package is properly dried, coated with
preservatives, treated to ensure that moisture and oxygen
levels are below predetermined thresholds, vacuum sealed,
and inspected. In such an exemplary embodiment, the system
10 can be the last of the several stations. The system 10 can be
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useful for inspecting the integrity of sealed food packages.
The system 10 can send packages with proper or integral seals
to a shipping container or a storage facility. The system 10 can
send packages with an improper seal (e.g.: package with
trapped food product in the seal) to a different location (e.g.:
a “reject station” or storage area for packages with damaged
seals). Any of the well-known types of package can be used
and specific types of the package or seal do not limit the scope
or the applicability of embodiments of the invention. For
example, the embodiments of the invention can be used with
packaging for medical equipment such as scalpels, for
example, where the sterility needs to be maintained.

With continued reference to FIG. 1, the system 10 includes
an inspection station 20. The inspection station 20 can be
operatively coupled to a transport module 30. The transport
module 30 includes a first conveyor belt 32 for transporting
the package 100 to a scanning platform 22. The transport
module 30 can include a servomotor 34 to drive the first
conveyor belt 32. In some embodiments, a stepper motor can
be used instead of or in addition to the servomotor 34. The
first conveyor belt 32 moves about at a speed of 50 inches per
second. In some embodiments, the transport module 30 can
centrally supply packages 100 to every station of a production
line in food packaging plant.

As best seen in FIG. 2, the scanning platform 22 receives
the package 100 supplied by the transport module 30. The
package 100 is sealed prior to being positioned on the scan-
ning platform for inspection. A proper or an integral seal
should have a predetermined thickness x. The inspection
station 20 includes a first scanner 24 positioned at a first
location with respect to the seal, and a second scanner 26
positioned at a second location with respect to the seal. The
second location can be opposite to the first location. In the
illustrated embodiment, the first scanner 24 and second scan-
ner 26 are separated by a gap distance y. The first and second
scanner 26 can be useful for inspecting the integrity of the seal
to determine if a food product is trapped in the seal.

With continued reference to FI1G. 2, the first scanner 24 can
be to measure a first distance y1 from the first scanner 24 to
the seal S and the second scanner 26 can be adapted to mea-
sure a second distance y2 from second scanner 26 to the seal
S. The first distance y1 can be equal to the second distance y2
when the difference between the gap distance y and the com-
bined first and second distance y1, y2 equals the predeter-
mined thickness x. In such an embodiment, the system 10
treats the seal as an integral or a proper seal. In other embodi-
ments, the difference between the combined first and second
distance y1, y2 and the gap distance y exceeds the predeter-
mined thickness x. Food product trapped in the seal, non-
uniform sealing, poor vacuum retention of the package 100 or
similar reasons can lead to the seal thickness being larger than
the predetermined thickness x. In such embodiments, the
system 10 treats the seal as a non-integral seal. The difference
between the gap distance y and the combined first and second
distances can be between approximately 4 inches and
approximately 0.0004 mils.

In some embodiments, the first and second distances y1, y2
can be measured over varying widths of the seal. The first and
second distances y1, y2 can be measured non-sequentially
over the width of the seal. The first and second distances can
be measured simultaneously over the entire width of the seal.
The first distance y1 and second distance y2 can be measured
simultaneously over an area of the seal. The size of the seal
that can be scanned can be adjusted by adding or subtracting
lasers.

Referring back to FIG. 1, the system 10 includes a control
unit 40 operatively coupled to the inspection station 20. The
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inspection system 10 transmits the measured first and second
distances y1, y2 to the control unit 40. The control unit 40 uses
the measured first and second distances y1, y2 to move the
package 100 to one of a first station 50 or a second station 60.
The control unit 40 is adapted to move the package 100 to the
first station 50 if the difference between the gap distance y and
combined first distance y1 and second distance y2 equals the
predetermined thickness x of the integral seal. The control
unit 40 is adapted to move the package 100 to the second
station 60 if the difference between the gap distance y and
combined first distance y1 and second distance y2 is greater
than the predetermined thickness x of the integral seal.

As best seen in FIGS. 2 and 3, the transport module 30 can
include a second conveyor belt 36 for transporting the pack-
age 100 to one of the first and second stations 50, 60. The
servomotor 34 can drive the second conveyor belt 36. The
second conveyor belt 36 can be coupled to the control unit 40,
such that when the control unit 40 uses the first and second
distances y1, y2 to decide if the seal is integral, the control
unit 40 engages the second conveyor belt 36 to move the
package 100 to the first station 50 if the seal is integral, or to
the second station 60 if the seal is non-integral. The first
station 50 and second station 60 can be referred to as “accept
station” and “reject station” respectively, or “go station” and
“no-go station” respectively. In the embodiment illustrated in
FIG. 2, the second station 60 is positioned adjacent the scan-
ning platform, so that if the seal is improper, the package can
be dropped from the production line. In other embodiments,
packages with improper seal can be moved to a location away
from the production line.

In some embodiments, the first and second scanners 24, 26
can be optical scanners. The first scanner 24 can include a first
emitter 242 and a first sensor 244, and the second scanner 26
can include a second emitter 262 and a second scanner 26.
The first and second emitters 242, 262 can emit a first beam
246 and a second beam 266, respectively. The first and second
beams 246, 266 can encounter reflection at a first surface “S1”
and a second surface “S2” of the seal, respectively. The first
and second sensors 244, 264 can measure the distance trav-
eled by the first and second beams 246, 266 after reflection
from the first and second surfaces Siand S2. In some embodi-
ments, the first and second emitters 242, 262 can emit laser
beams. In other embodiments, the first and second emitters
242, 262 can emit electromagnetic radiation such as ultravio-
let, visible light, infrared, X-ray, microwave, radio frequency
radiation and the like. The wavelength of radiation emitted by
the first and second emitters 242, 262 does not limit the scope
or applicability of embodiments of the invention, and any
source of electromagnetic radiation is contemplated.

In some embodiments, the first and second sensors 244,
264 can be optical sensors including one or more pixel sen-
sors, photodetectors or amplifiers to measure the distance
between the first and second sensors 244, 264 and the first and
second surfaces of the seal S1, S2, respectively. Optical sen-
sors such as complementary metal oxide semiconductors
(CMOS), charge coupled device (CCD), infrared proximity
sensors, thermal imaging sensors and the like can be used
without loss of functionality. The sampling time of the first
and second optical sensors can be approximately between
about 16 msec and 32 msec. The first and second sensors 244,
264 can measure scattered radiation from the surface of the
seal and minimize background radiation from areas other
than the first and second surface of the seal. The first and
second sensors 244, 264 can include one or more polarizers to
minimize errors in measurement due to the reflected first and
second beams being polarized differently from one another.
The first and second sensors 244, 264 can include a high
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dynamic range such that distance measurement of first and
second distances y1, y2 can be performed from substantially
black (or radiation-absorbing) first and second surfaces S1,
S2 of the seal, as well substantially white (or radiation-re-
flecting) first and second surfaces S1, S2 of the seal. Such
embodiments can be useful for inspecting packages of vari-
ous colors and surface reflectivity or transparent packages
and/or seals.

In some embodiments, the first emitter 242 and first sensor
244 can be integrally housed inside the first scanner 24 and
the second emitter 262 and second sensor 264 can be inte-
grally housed inside the second scanner 26. In such embodi-
ments, a first housing 248 of the first scanner 24 includes the
first emitter 242 and first sensor 244 and a second housing 268
ofthe second scanner 26 includes the second emitter 262 and
the second sensor 264. The first and second housing 248, 268
can each have an aperture (not shown) for emission and
sensing of radiation. The first and second housing 248, 268
can be of durable rugged construction (e.g.: aluminum) and
be hermetically sealed to secure the emitters, sensors and
other components from damage.

In some embodiments, the control unit 40 can be integrally
housed in the first and second scanners, 24, 26. In other
embodiments, the control unit 40 can be a computer (e.g.:
desktop, laptop computer or similar devices, not shown)
operatively coupled to the inspection station 20 and the trans-
port module 30. The control unit 40 can issue commands that
(1) communicate with the transport module 30 to move the
package 100 to the scanning platform, (ii) allow a user to
input measurement settings such as package size, type,
inspection time, etc. (iii) communicate with the first and
second scanners 24, 26 to measure first and second distances
y1, y2, (iv) receive the measured first and second distances
y1, y2 from the first and second scanners 24, 26, and (v)
communicate with the transport module 30 to move the pack-
age 100 to the first station 50 or the second station 60.

A method 300 of inspecting the integrity of a seal of a
package can include one or more of the following steps, as
shown in FIG. 4: providing an inspection station according to
any of the embodiments described elsewhere herein (310);
supplying a package to the scanning platform (320); measur-
ing a first distance y1 from the seal using the first scanner
(330); measuring a second distance y2 from the seal using the
second scanner (340); moving the package 100 to a first
station if the difference between the gap distance y and com-
bined first distance y1 and second distance y2 equal the pre-
determined thickness x of the integral seal (350); and moving
the package to a second station if the difference between the
gap distance y and combined first distance y1 and second
distance y2 is greater than the predetermined thickness x of
the integral seal (360).

Various examples of the invention have been described.
Although the present invention has been described in consid-
erable detail with reference to certain disclosed embodi-
ments, the embodiments are presented for purposes of illus-
tration and not limitation. Other embodiments incorporating
the invention are possible. One skilled in the art will appre-
ciate that various changes, adaptations, and modifications
may be made without departing from the spirit of the inven-
tion and the scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A system for determining integrity of a package with a
seal, wherein an integral seal has a predetermined thickness,
the system comprising:

an inspection station operatively coupled to a transport

module, the inspection station comprising
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a scanning platform adapted to receive the package sup-
plied by the transport module,

a first scanner positioned at a first location with respect
to the seal, and

a second scanner positioned at a second location with
respect to the seal, the second location being opposite
to the first location, the first scanner and second scan-
ner separated by a gap distance; and

a control unit operatively coupled to the inspection station,

wherein

the first scanner is adapted to measure a first distance from

the first scanner to the seal and the second scanner is
adapted to measure a second distance from second scan-
ner to the seal,

the control unit is adapted to move the package to a first

station if the difference between the gap distance and
combined first distance and second distance equals the
predetermined thickness of the integral seal, and

the control unit is adapted to move the package to a second

station if the difference between the gap distance and
combined first distance and second distance is greater
than the predetermined thickness of the integral seal.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the transport module
includes a first conveyor belt for transporting the package to
the scanning platform and a second conveyor belt for trans-
porting the package to one of the first and second stations.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the transport module
includes a servomotor, the servomotor adapted to drive the
first conveyor belt and the second conveyor belt.

4. The system of claim 2, wherein the first conveyor belt
moves at a speed of about 50 inches per second.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the difference between
the gap distance and the combined first and second distances
is between approximately 0.0004 mls and approximately 4
inches.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the first distance is equal
to the second distance when the difference between the gap
distance and the combined first and second distance equals
the predetermined thickness.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the inspection system
transmits the measured first and second distances to the con-
trol unit, and the control unit uses the measured first and
second distances to move the package to one of the first
station or the second station.

8. An inspection system for determining the integrity of a
seal of a package, the inspection system comprising:

an inspection station operatively coupled to a transport

module, the inspection station comprising

a scanning platform adapted to receive the package sup-
plied by the transport module,

a first optical scanner positioned at a first location with
respect to the seal, and

a second optical scanner positioned at a second location
with respect to the seal, the second location being
opposite to the first location, the first scanner and
second optical scanners separated by a gap distance;
and

a control unit operatively coupled to the inspection station,

wherein

the first optical scanner includes a first emitter and a first

sensor, the first emitter adapted to emit a first beam and
the first sensor adapted to measure a first distance trav-
eled by the first beam from the seal to the first sensor, the
second optical scanner includes a second emitter and a
second sensor, the second emitter adapted to emit a
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second beam and the second sensor adapted to measure
a second distance traveled by the second beam from the
seal to the second sensor,

the control unit is adapted to move the package to a first

station if the difference between the gap distance and
combined first distance and second distance equals the
predetermined thickness of the integral seal, and

the control unit is adapted to move the package to a second

station if the difference between the gap distance and
combined first distance and second distance is greater
than the predetermined thickness of the integral seal.

9. The inspection system of claim 8, wherein the first
sensor measures the first distance from a first surface of the
seal to the first sensor and the second sensor measures the
second distances from a second surface of the seal to the
second sensor.

10. The inspection system of claim 9, wherein the first
beam is reflected by the first surface of the seal and the second
beam is reflected by the second surface of the seal.

11. The inspection system of claim 10, wherein the first
distance and second distance are distance traveled by
reflected beams from the seal.

12. The inspection system of claim 8, wherein the first and
second sensors are CMOS imaging sensors.

13. The inspection system of claim 8, wherein the sampling
time of the first and second optical sensors range from about
16 msec to about 32 msec.

14. The inspection system of claim 8, wherein the first
emitter and first sensor are integrally housed inside the first
optical scanner and the second emitter and second sensor are
integrally housed inside the second optical scanner.

15. The inspection system of claim 8, wherein the first
beam and second beam are laser beams emitted by the first
emitter and the second emitter.

5

15

25

30

8

16. A method of inspecting the integrity of a seal of a
package, the method comprising:

providing an inspection station comprising

a scanning platform,

a first scanner positioned at a first location with respect
to the seal, and

a second scanner positioned at a second location with
respect to the seal, the second location opposite the
first location, the first scanner and second scanner
separated by a gap distance;

supplying a package to the scanning platform;

measuring a first distance from the seal using the first

scanner;

measuring a second distance from the seal using the second

scanner;

moving the package to a first station if the difference

between the gap distance and combined first distance
and second distance equal the predetermined thickness
of the integral seal; and

moving the package to a second station if the difference

between the gap distance and combined first distance
and second distance is greater than the predetermined
thickness of the integral seal.

17. The method of claim 16, wherein the first and second
distances are each measured over a width of the seal.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the first and second
distances are each measured non-sequentially over the width
of the seal.

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the first and second
distances are each measured simultaneously over the width of
the entire seal.

20. The method of claim 16, further comprising measuring
the first distance and second distance simultaneously over an
area of the seal.



